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Water law expert: Growth threatens future of river 
  
By Amanda Baillie  
Herald/Review 
 
SAN PEDRO RIVER — Ground pumping in Southern Arizona is out of control, posing a serious threat to the state’s most 
biologically diverse area, according to a water law expert.  
Robert Glennon, a professor of law and public policy at the University of Arizona in Tucson, said a change in the law is 
needed to help stop the San Pedro River from disappearing forever. 
 
His remarks were made during a field trip organized by the Tucson-based Center for Biological Diversity and hosted by 
the Gray Hawk Nature Center near Sierra Vista, which lies just a stone’s throw from the river. 
 
It was the first in a series of 10 such Center for Biological Diversity trips around the state to raise awareness of 
endangered species and to help find solutions to saving those plants and animals. 
 
Among those attending Thursday’s gathering were biologists, Center for Biological Diversity representatives, Bureau of 
Land Management employees, representatives from the governor’s office and Cochise County Supervisor Paul Newman. 
 
The group was taken along the river before hearing a series of presentations from agencies and volunteers who work to 
preserve the San Pedro River and its wildlife. 
 
A discussion then followed on how the river could be saved to protect what is considered to be the most biologically 
diverse area in North America. 
 
Glennon told the group he believed current state law, which allows “reasonable use” of water, is inadequate in a desert 
environment. 
 
“This means people can use limitless quantities of water as long as it’s for beneficial reasons. That could mean anything,” 
he said. “It’s absolutely out of control, but there is no will to do anything about it. 
 
“There have been successive studies on the river for 20 years, but it finally went dry for the first time in its history this 
year. We have got a major problem which requires a lot of attention. 
 
“I’m not pointing the finger of blame at any one agency or group, but the river’s shape is in a dire state.” 
 
Although Congress designated the upper San Pedro a Riparian National Conservation Area, under the stewardship of the 
Bureau of Land Management, in 1989, not enough has been done to secure the future of its water, Glennon added. 
 
The BLM still has to claim its right to the water in some areas and go through a lengthy adjudication process to do so. 
 
“It could be years before the river gets protection,” he said. “I’m gravely concerned. I don’t know if the river can be 
saved. It will require a lot of work. 
 
“Growth is out of control. If you want a chance to develop something, come to Cochise County. Human beings have an 
infinite capacity to ignore reality and there is a lot of that going on here. We need to make development pay its own way 
and attain renewable supplies. We should require developers to purchase existing water rights.” 
 



Glennon said other solutions to water problems could include allowing less ground water pumping, reusing effluent water, 
harvesting water from rooftops, gray water use, well spacing and the control of wildcat subdivisions. 
 
Michelle Harrington, the Center for Biological Diversity’s Rivers Program director, said that when the river flow had 
dried up at the Charleston gauge in July for the first time in its history, it had “sent alarm bells ringing throughout the 
state.” 
 
And there is no doubt groundwater pumping was a major contributor to this, she added. 
 
“Groundwater pumping is one of the problems people have an opportunity to make changes to,” Harrington said, adding 
Fort Huachuca had significantly reduced its water usage in recent years. 
 
“We’ve reduced the use on post and now we need to get the civilian community on board as well.” 
 
Bill Childress, manager of the San Pedro Riparian National Conservation Area, said the BLM was taking its job seriously 
in meeting federal requirements to protect the river. 
 
A moratorium banning cattle grazing along the river had allowed many areas to recover their natural habitats, he said. 
 
“We’re also continuing to acquire more land to help stabilize conditions and we want to retire groundwater pumping 
where we can,” he said. “We’ve also reintroduced beavers into the system to accelerate the recovery process.” 
 
Childress said the BLM had probably carried out as much research it could on the river and is now in the process of 
identifying projects “that will benefit the augmentation process.” 
 
“We need to work toward reducing and managing water use to bring the system into a sustainable yield,” he said. “We 
have got a lot of work to do, but we have some projects that will help in meeting those goals.” 
 
Reporter Amanda Baillie can be reached at 515-4683 or by e-mail at amanda.baillie@svherald.com. 


